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Abst ract
The Battle of the Atlantic was the dom nating factor all
t hrough the war. Never for one nonment could we forget that
everyt hi ng happened el sewhere, on |land, at sea, or in the
air, depended ultimately on its outconme, and am d all other
cares we viewed its changing fortunes day by day wi th hope
or apprehensi on.

W nst on

Chur chi |

On 15-20 March 1943, 44 U-boats in three wolf pack
groups, Stuerner, Draenger, and Raubgraf, conducted a
coordi nated attack on the allied convoys designated HX229
and SC122. |In the nobst successful convoy attack of the
battle, the |arge concentration of U boats overwhel ned the
convoy escorts and weaked havoc, sinking 22 ships grossing
146,596 tons, suffering the |oss of only one U-boat.

This convoy battle came at the peak of the battle of
the Battle of the Atlantic; a tinme at which the bal ance
could have tipped in either direction. The German and the
allies had been standing toe-to-toe, doggedly slugging it
out in the | ongest and nost bitterly contested battle of the
Second Worl d War.

That the nonths of spring 1943 ultimtely were to be
the turning point of the battle is now clear. The victory

for the allies can quite easily be based not on a single

deci sive action or devel opnent, rather the conbination of a



many actions, tactical, technical, operational and
strategic, that rendered the German U-boat arm i neffective
by renoving their ability to operate on the surface.

However, the Germans shoul der a significant portion of
the blame for their failure in the Atlantic; even to the
poi nt of denying thensel ves a chance at victory. The
fighting spirit and the determ nation of the U-boat officers
and nmen that heroically fought in severe weather conditions
and withering attack from convoy escorts cannot be
chall enged. It is at the operational and strategic |evels
that the German command failed to prepared thenselves for a
| ong and drawn out battle, and failed to adapt to the
changi ng conditions on the battlefield. Had they done so,
the cul mnation in the Battle of the Atlantic would not have
befall en them as early as May 1943 and the war in Europe
m ght have transpired differently.

This paper will exam ne the operational aspects of the
German offensive in the Battle of the Atlantic during the
cul mnating phase in the first half of 1943 and the factors
that led to the German coll apse. The |essons |earned from
t he German perspective can be instructive in how a unified
approach to this battle would have prolonged Germany's
ability to truly affect the allied shipping, and may have

i nfluenced the final outcone.
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| NTRODUCTI| ON
The U-boat attack was our worst evil. It would have been wi se for the
Germans to stake all upon it.
W nst on Churchil

I will denonstrate that the U-boat alone can win this war al one.
For us there is no inpossible.

Grand Adm ral Karl Doenitz

The Atlantic proved to be the decisive grounds on which Britain's
ability to wage a sustai ned war agai nst the axis powers rested. The
period of August 1942 through May 1943 has proven to be the critical
period in the Battle of the Atlantic. During this phase of the battle,
the allies turned the tables on a surge in German U-boat successes and
ri sing confidence and precipitated such a severe reversal of fortune
t hat and Conmander in Chief (C nC) of the German Navy and U-boat arm
Grand Adm ral Karl Doenitz, was driven to the conclusion that a conplete
wi t hdrawal of U-boats fromthe North Atlantic was required.?

The allies' conprehensive approach to countering the U boat nenace,
| everaging the capabilities of its air forces, technol ogi cal advances,
and intelligence service, was decisive in a long war of attrition.?
However, just as crucial in the victory for the allies was the
correspondi ngly one-di mensi onal approach taken by Germany. The opposing
trends of the battle strategies net in the spring of 1943. \hether or
not Germany could have won the battle in the long run is questionable,
but the cul mnating point certainly could have been pushed beyond My
1943.

This paper will exam ne the operational aspects of the Gernman

offensive in the Battle of the Atlantic during the culmnating phase in



the first half of 1943 and the factors that led to the German col |l apse.
The | essons that should be | earned fromthe German perspective can be
instructive in how a unified approach to this battle would have
prolonged Germany's ability to truly affect the allied resupply
capability.

Battle of the Atlantic 1939-1942. In first two years of the

battle, neither side held a decisive advantage. Both | acked the number

of ships it required, and the contest of survival seenmed far from over.

Ger many had achi eved success by continually seeking the allied
“soft spots” and concentrating their efforts accordingly. The entrance
of the United States into the war in Decenber 1941 provided new
opportunities. The early attacks in the Atlantic waters off the coast
of the United States in early 1942 caught the Anericans conpletely
unprepared and made for successful hunting.?

In the overall shipbuilding, U boats were |osing the internal
struggle for resource priority to tanks required for the |and war, and
the allied shipbuilding effort (beginning to see the benefits of a

tremendous U.S. capacity) was just gaining nonmentum (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Allied nerchant vessel construction. (Source: Morison,
The Battle of the Atlantic, Septenber 1939 - May 1943.)
In contrast to an admttedly desperation-driven, but conprehensive

effort by the allies to devel op counternmeasures to the U-boat threat,
the German U-boat armrelied heavily on the "fighting qualities of our
submarines and the skill and efficiency of their commandi ng officers
whi ch had increased proportionally as the eneny's defensive neasures
grew stronger."*

The German U-Boat Situation. Based on analysis and exercises

conducted in 1938 and 1939, Adm ral Doenitz had concl uded that Germany
woul d require at |east 300 U-boats--100 of which in the actual area of
operations at any one tinme--to have a chance of succeeding in a battle
waged agai nst escorted convoys of Britain.?® In the spring of 1939,
Ger many had set out
on the construction of a "bal anced" fleet under a plan known as the "Z-
plan."” The plan was based on the Hitler's estimte that war agai nst
Britain would not take place before 1944-1945. Wth the entrance of
Britain to the war in Septenber 1939, the notion of building a fleet to
match, if not necessarily defeat Britain's at sea was abandoned and the
Z-plan was hastily nodified to shift the construction focus on
battl| eshi ps and U-boats, with Raeder ordering a nonthly production |eve
of 20-30 U boats.®

At the beginning of the war, the U-boat arm strength was 57 U
boats, only 23 of which were ready for imediate service in the
Atlantic.’ By the start of the phase in which the U-boat offensive in
the md-Atlantic inflicted its highest toll, the U-boat arm had over 350
U-boats (increasing to 435), with the daily average nunber of U-boats
at sea each nonth exceeding 100 for the first and only tinme (see Figure

2).8



Pre-war anal ysis of U boat exercises and maneuvers had consi dered
the potential that the U-boats m ght be denied the ability to operate
surfaced, where they relied on their low profile and ability to hide
bel ow the surface to avoid attack fromsurface or air. This idea also
woul d require an abandonnment of the tried and tested principals of
concentration of force through surface action in favor of submerged

operations, requiring U-boats with rmuch increased submerged speed.®
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Figure 2.
Germany’s U-boat Arm Jan 1942 — May 1943. (Note: Frontboote neans fully

operational U-boats.) (Source: Tarrant, The U-boat O fensive, 1914-
1945.)

I'l. Operational Design

German Objectives. The strategic objective in the Battle of the

Atlantic for Germany was to renove Britain fromthe war being waged in
Europe. Operationally, this translated to elimnating Britain's supply
lines in the Atlantic on which Britain so heavily relied. Doenitz
correctly reported to Adolf Hitler on 1 Septenber 1939, the "focal point

[center of gravity] of warfare agai nst England, and the one and only



possibility of bringing England to her knees with the forces of our
Navy," was all out attack on merchant shipping, with the U-boat as the
pri mary weapon.'® The center of gravity, widely dispersed as it was,
never changed, and the August 1942-May 1943 phase of the offensive
operations sinply ambunted to a shift of fires fromthe U S. coast,
where the Anericans had finally begun to develop effective

count ermeasures, to the md-Atlantic.

Doenitz correctly viewed the allied shipping constitutes one single
great entity. Every ship sunk, regardl ess of where, brought additional
gain in that loss of its cargo inpacted the allied armanment production
and sustai nnent . !

Pl anni ng Factors and Consi derations. The factors of force, space

and tinme nust be analyzed to have a full appreciation of the operations
for the new offensive. There are many to consider, but only a few of
the nore critical ones will be discussed.

In a battle of attrition, the ability to maintain superior forces
over the | ongest duration is ultimately the deciding factor. In such a
sequential attack on the enemny, the reaching the point at which the rate
of |l oss exceeds rate of replacenent is fundanental. So, for 1943, German
estimtes of Allied ship building was that 10.8 million' GRT? would be
built, requiring an average of 900,000 GRT sunk each nonth to prevent

and increase in shipping capacity.' (Factors Force/ Ti me)

1942 1943
Engl an Canad Engl a Canad
(Estimatesin milliontons) | USA d a Total | USA nd a Total
U- boat Command
estimat e 6.8 1.1 0.5 8.2 |87 1.1 0.5 10.3
Naval _ 5 4 1.1 0.5 - 900, 000 tons per 10.8
I ntelligence nont h

! Actual allied shipbuilding was 12,384,000 GRT [Jacobsen, 282]
% Gross Registered Tons



Di vi si on
estimat e
Tonnage

. 5.19 1.3 0.6 6.99]12.29 1.2 0.9 14.39
actually built

Figure 3. Allied shipbuilding in 1942 and 1943. The Anmerican

shi pbui I ding i ndustry was reaching it true potential by 1943, as
denonstrated by the significant increase. (Source: Hessler, The U boat
War in the Atlantic, 1939-1945, Vol I1.)

Weat her wi nter of 1943 was sone of worst of the war. Gale force
w nds, with correspondi ngly heavy seas blew for no |less that 116 days
over a period of 20 weeks.® The poor visibility and puni shing
conditions during this weather favored neither side, so the edge went to
the side that could gain contact first. (Factor Space)

In the latter half of 1942, a | ack of convoy escorts and fuel had
forced Britain to keep the convoys on the shortest route across the
Atlantic.'™ By the end of 1942, with an increasing number of escorts
avail able, and the ability to refuel escort vessels fromtankers in the
convoy, Britain had returned to the tactic of spreading their convoys
over the entire Atlantic.® But Germany had finally built up an
inventory of U-boats to be able to have an effect in the vast expanse of
the Atlantic. In the peak of Germany's offensive (March 1943), there
were 112 U-boats at sea. This concentration nade evasive convoy routing
difficult, and at tinmes fruitless. (Factors Space/ Force)

One of the nobst inportant intangible factors was the |evel of
training and experience of the U-boat crews. Experience was especially
critical in the face of the counterneasures being enployed by the
allies. Doenitz's faith in the fortitude of his commnders has al ready
been nmentioned. But by this point in the battle, maintaining that core
of experienced, and battle-proven commanders was proving to be

difficult. Fromthe beginning of the war to January 1943, 160 U boats



had been sunk, taking with them nost of the aces and experienced
commanders. '®* (Factor Force)

Operati onal Leadership. The German command and control in the

Battle of the Atlantic is shown in Figure 4. Noteworthy are the facts
that the U-boat arm shoul dered all of the responsibility for waging the
war agai nst shipping and that, in effect, the single point of

coordi nati on between the Luftwaffe and the U-boat Conmmand was Hitl er

hi nsel f.






The Luftwaffe and the U-boat Conmand were unable to conduct any

si gni fi cant coordi nated operations.

Upon becom ng CinC of the Navy, Doenitz retained the position of
CinC for U-boats as well, citing his U-boat conmanders' reliance on him
no other officer in the Navy possessed the sane know edge and experience
as he did.*® This effectively required Doenitz to be involved in every
| evel of the war, fromstrategic to tactical. Doenitz had at his
di sposal a U-boat Command staff of |ess than two dozen officers.

Grand Admral Doenitz. Doenitz's actual U-boat experience was very

limted.® In 1933, he was designated Fuehrer der Unterseebote (FdU)?,
responsi ble directly to the CinC of the Navy, Grand Adm ral Raeder.
Fromthis position, he al one was responsi ble for the operational and
doctrinal devel opment of Germany's U-boat arm *

Doenitz was able to overcone his relative |ack of U-boat tactical
experience during the war. As CinC for U boats, he nmaintained close
contact with his U-boat commanders, neeting returning U boats and
pl aci ng great inportance on the frank discussions with his returning
commanders to gain an appreciation for the harsh conditions at the front
line.?* By taking care of his crews and boats, he was rewarded with
their utter devotion and willingness to be persevere to the extrenes of
their endurance at sea.?® This was the one commodity he needed and
val ued nost, given the fact that the Atlantic was never nore than a
secondary theater in the struggle for material resources in the Gernman
war effort.

Critical Factors - Strengths and Waknesses. Doenitz had devel oped

an elite force that was close-knit and dedi cated.? Indeed, British

® Flag Officer for U-boats. In October 1939, he was promoted to K onteradmiral and assumed the title of Behelfshaber der
Unter seeboote (BdU), or Commander in Chief for U-boats.



reflection on this critical phase of the battle considers the breaking
of the norale and nerve of the U-boat commanders to be the decisive
reason that April and May 1943 brought the turning point of the
battle.* Whether at hone resting in the Biscay ports or at sea on
patrol, they were never immune fromair attack.?

Secondly, the Germans had been able to achieve success with their
U- boats by doi ng what submarines do best: avoid detection and surprise
their prey. Under Doenitz's direction the U-boats had constantly sought
the allied soft spots and used night attacks and the U-boat's ability to
subnmerge to avoid detection to keep the advantage on their side.

In the basic need for preservation of this "invisibility", however,
lies the fundanmental German weakness and a critical vulnerability that
ultimately gave the allies the opportunity to turn the tide of the
battle in their favor.

Lacki ng sufficient subnmerged speed to keep up with the convoys
when maneuvering for position, the U-boats required the ability to
operate freely on the surface. U-boats could be denied the opportunity
to attack by sinply forcing them underwater for |ong periods.? Also,
the lack of a naval air arm and the |ack of cooperation fromthe
Luftwaffe for air reconnai ssance and protective cover for the U boats
was a decisive operational and organizational weakness.?®

The technical and scientific conmmunities were not enployed to the
advant age of the German war effort. Hitler's order to stop research
into technical fields which could not be conpleted within a year, and
the failure of the Navy Departnent to establish a technol ogi cal branch
of experts to even keep up with devel opnments is difficult to
understand.®  Germany was caught by surprise when the British began

fielding countermeasures such as a new short-wave radar in m d-1942.



When queried by Doenitz, the scientific comunity was either non-
commttal or doubtful that such a capability could exist. According to
Doenitz, "The basic research had not been carried out by the Germans."*

I ncredi bly, Doenitz had no organic scientific research unit until the
end of 1943.%

By contrast, the allies entered 1943 with renewed resolve to
overcone the U-boat nenace. Cooperation between political, scientific
and mlitary branches, was a critical strength. The formation of an
Anti - U-boat Conmm ttee--whose first neeting on 4 Novenber 1942 was
chaired by none other than Wnston Churchill hinmself--denonstrates the
comm tnment of these allies to overcom ng the U boat nmenace, in an
i ncreasi ngly desperate situation.

The experience |evel and training were a weakness for the allies
t hroughout the battle to this point in early 1943. The harshness of the
w nter weather in the North Atlantic took a heavy toll on the allied
escort ships and the convoy escort groups suffered when their
conposition had to be altered due to weat her-damaged shi ppi ng. *

Finally, the nost troubl esome weakness and a critical vulnerability
for the allies was the gap in | and-based air coverage for their convoys
over the md-Atlantic. The British had been steadily working to close
this gap, but at the beginning of 1943, the coverage only extended 600
mles fromthe air bases in Britain, Canada, and Iceland, |eaving at
| east 200 m | es uncovered (see Figure 5).

The Casabl anca Conference in January 1943 resulted in the
redi stribution of aircraft to support the escort and U-boat prosecution
m ssion and nade progress toward closing the gap in the Atlantic by RAF,
CRAF, USAAF coordi nated operations from bases in |Iceland, Newf oundl and

and the UK. 3*



Figure 5. The Closing of the Air Gap. The red cross-hatched area
indicates the portion of the "Black Pit" that was closed by the allies
during the August 1942 - May 1943 phase. By the end of the phase, the
gap was effectively fully closed with the introduction of escort
carriers. (Source: Kenp, "Securing the Seal anes")

I11. Operational Schene

Operational Maneuver. Wth the convoy escorts reducing the

viability of operations off of the Atlantic coast, in md-1942 U-boat
Command decided to shift the weight of the attack (schwerpunkt) back to
the Atlantic in the areas where there is no air cover and where freedom
of action would make wol f pack tactics nost effective.® In his essay

The Conduct of War at Sea, Doenitz describes the reasons for the success

of the Wolf packs through the end of 1942 and his refusal to abandon the
tactic:

If nobile operations enploying the so-called wolf-pack
system of a nunber of submarines operating together on the
surface were to be given up, it would be inpossible to
achi eve the desired concentration on one convoy. In this



respect, the sanme conditions apply to sea warfare as |and

war f ar e. Here, also, no decisive results can be obtained

by static trench warfare, but only by nobile operations. *

The German operational scheme for the spring offensive involved the
use of |arge nunbers of boats "in order to disperse the surface escorts

"37 Such a

and to ensure continuity of contact with the convoy.
di spersal of U-boats involved w de areas, and, although the U- boat arm
had the inventory to have about 100 U-boats operating in the Atlantic,
still resulted in long patrol lines |acking in depth. Convoys needed to
be picked up early to allow for the attack to be spaced out over severa
days.® The German patrol set-up for the establishment of contact on
HX229 and SC122 in one of the npbst devastating convoy attacks of this

phase is illustrative (see Figure 6).

Oper ational Coordination/Synchroni zation. Two points can be nmade

on coordination. First, as already stated, Germany was w thout air
assets for any of this battle. Once Doenitz becanme Ci nC of the Navy, he
attenmpted to use his new status to secure the cooperation from

Her mann Goering, the Luftwaffe conmmander, which he had desperately
needed t hroughout the war. However, he had little success in either
convincing the Luftwaffe of the critical inportance of the Battle of the
Atlantic or in obtaining their consent to divert air assets fromthe
| and battles in Europe.*

Second, the directing of U-boats from another boat at sea or once
in the vicinity of a convoy proved untenable. As a result, the wolf
pack tactics relied on U-boat command (and typically Doenitz hinmself)
ashore, up to 1000 mles away, to coordinate the convergence of the U
boats on a convoy and set up for the attack. This nmethod not only

requi red nutual understanding of tactical conditions between U boat



conmmanders and ashore conmmanders, but unrestricted use of wireless radio
conmuni cations as well.?

Operational Intelligence/ Security. The direction of U-boats from

ashore and the heavy reliance on communications could only be successful
if the security of the communications could be assured. On 1 February
1942, Germany enpl oyed a new code® by adding a fourth wheel to their
encrypting machines. The allies were unable to break this new code

until

4 Called "Shark." The British referred to this new code as " Triton."
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13 Decenber 1942.* At the sane time (February 1942), the German code-
breaki ng branch, B-dienst, also succeeded in breaking the British
ci pher, giving U-boat Conmand tinely information regarding the | ocations
of allied convoys. *

Entering 1943 unaware that their code was bei ng broken again, the
U- boat Command became concerned that it had not been finding the convoys
it thought it would. A clue to the nystery cane in the same nonth as B-
dienst started intercepting the daily British "U-Boat Situation Report"”

going to all commanders at sea. The report gave the known and presuned
| ocations of all U-boats. Although the Germans checked their security,
their conclusion was that the conbination of "pier-watchers"” in France
and | ong-range radar detections of sufficient accuracy gave the British
the ability to deduce all U-Boat |ocations. The Naval Intelligence
Service remai ned convinced that the German ci phers were not being
br oken. *®

The communi cati ons between U-boat Conmand and the U-boats provided
one | ast avenue of exploitation; one that ultinmately proved devastating
to the U-boats. The allied devel opment of an HF/ DF° capability further
expl oited the German reliance on conmuni cation by giving ships at sea an
opportunity to determ ne the location of a U-boat every tine it
transmtted. The Germans never realized that allies possessed this
capability.*

Operational Protection. 1In a battle of attrition, |oss of any

assets, whether in battle, in port or in transit, nmust be avoided. This
was not an trivial problem Even if the Luftwaffe could have provided
air assets for the U-boats, the U-boat patrol areas were at such |ong

range that continuous air cover would not have been possi bl e.



I n port, German submarine pens constructed in their Bay of Biscay
ports® in 1942, were trenendously effective. British Borber Conmmand had
initially avoided hitting French ports out of concern for civilian
casual ties and not wanting to distract from main aimof bonmbing Gernmany.

In January 1943, the situation was dire enough that these ports and
German building facilities were placed on the top of the Bonmber Commands
priority, but the bonbing of the pens were of little physical effect.

No U-boats were destroyed, and danage to repair facilities were only
slowed their progress tenporarily.*

The allies inplemented several neasures in the spring of 1943 to
further exploit the critical vulnerability of the U-boats--detection--by
i nproving their capability of attack. In March, the first British
convoy support group was placed in service.’” These escort groups were
not encunmbered by the need to stay close to the convoy and coul d operate
i ndependently to prosecute U-boats.* Second, the introduction of
escort carriers and very long range aircraft into the Allied convoy
escort protection in March 1943, finally closed the air gap in the
Atl antic for good.

Operational Logistics/Sustainnent. Wth the vast expanses of the

Atlantic, the difficulty of maintaining sufficient U boats on patrol was
difficult. The "MIch Cows"® brought into service in April 1942,

ext ended the Bay of Biscay bases from 1000-2000 mles westward. They
were lucrative targets for the British anti-submarine effort and their

| ocati ons were closely guarded, but they allowed Doenitz the freedom of

maneuver for his U-boats, and allowed himto keep them on station

® HF/DF - High Frequency Direction Finding, or "Huff-Duff" asit was referred to by the allies.

® Brest, St Nazaire, La Pallice, Bordeaux

" An escort group typically consisted of two sloops, four old destroyers and four new frigates. The composition of each group,
however, constatnyly changed. Six groups (five British and one U.S.) werein service by the end of March 1943.



|l onger. As effective as the MIch Cows were, in the first half of Apri
1943, the Germans still had to deal with a "U-boat vacuuni in the North
Atlantic, as the furious attacks on the convoys in March had | eft nost

of the U-boats wi thout torpedoes, forcing themto return to the Biscay

ports.*’

Principles of War. Two principles of war not addressed or all uded

to in the foregoing discussion nerit nmention: surprise and econony of
force.

Surprise. The U-boat's principle advantage was that of surprise.
The successes of the latter half of 1942 and the planning for the spring
1943 offensive was m ndful of the need to maintain this advantage.
However, the conmbined effects of the allied counterneasures had
di m ni shed the el enment of surprise.

Even in poor weather with [imted visibility, the tables were
actually turned in favor of the allies with their radar. Gernmany had
considered the threat of radar before the war, but had not inplenmented
any neans to counter it.*® The enploynent of the Metox search receiver
in August 1942 had been a trenendous boon to the U-boats, allow ng them
to detect an airplane's radar em ssions and subnerge before they could
be attacked.* However, Germany did not realize until February 1943
that the British were enploying a 10-centineter radar whose wavel ength
was to short to be detected by Metox.®® Once again, the German
scientific comunity found itself hopel essly behind the energing

t echnol ogy.

Econony of Force. The German Hi gh Command ni sunderstandi ng of the

strategic inportance of the Battle of the Atlantic and the U-boat's

® Ten U-boats were converted to U-tankers or " Milch Cows" whose purpose it was to provide a sea borne fueling station for the wol f
packs.



pivotal role is evident in the manner in which the U-boats were often

si phoned out of the Atlantic to conduct less fruitful or effective
operations. |In Novenber 1942, the nonth that his U-boats were achieving
t he hi ghest nunbers of tonnage sunk with the wolf pack attacks on the
convoys, Doenitz had seen an opportunity for further success squandered
when Hitler ordered himto pull sixteen U-boats fromAtlantic duty to
attack shi pping used to support the Operation Torch landings in North
Africa. Very little success was achieved by these U-boats due to their
|ate arrival. Adding insult to injury, the drain of escorts to support
the Torch landings left the convoys in the Atlantic | ess than optimally
protected.® In one sense though, the German failure to foresee the
time and | ocation of North Africa invasion mnim zed the di sadvantage to
the U-boat Command, in that no U-boats were drawn out of the Atlantic in
a preenptive neasure to try to cover the nunerous possibilities for the
| andi ng. °?

| V. Cul m nati on

March 1943 was a trenmendously successful nonths for the U-boats. A
total of 780,000 GRT were sunk (the second best nonth of the battle
behi nd Novenmber 1942) and the | oss rates of U-boats remained |low (9.2%
of U-boats at sea conpared with 8.9% for the |ast nonths of 1942.%

Wth a fleet of U-boats that was nearing what U-boat Command esti nated
it should have had at the start of the war, Germany was now seeing the
nmont hly tonnage results they cal cul ated was needed to w n.
Unfortunately, it is at this point as well that the allies reached the
poi nt of self-synchronization with their counterneasure efforts.

By the third week of May, and for the first time in the battle, the
rate of U-boat destruction rose dramatically, to a point that exceeded

the German's output.® By the end of May, the British air cover, from



| and- based and escort carrier-based aircraft had closed "the gap" and
had i ntroduced several technol ogi cal advantages, naking surface
operations for the wolf packs prohibitive and thus rendering them
i neffective against the convoys.® Doenitz was forced to draw the only
appropriate conclusion, given the |lack of nmeans to counter, and ordered
a withdrawal of all U-boats fromthe North Atlantic on 24 May 1943.
Doenitz's BdU War Diary entry on 6 May 1943 sumed up the situation
rat her succinctly, if not stating ".at the nonent U-boat operations are
more difficult than ever before.">

After two and one-half years of hard-fought battle, the cul m nation
point in the Atlantic was reached. That Germany was surprised by the
suddenness of the turn of fortune is a product of their inability to
recogni ze and alter their march down the path toward defeat that had
begun | ong before. Tactical and operational successes coul d not
overcone their strategic failings to provide the Navy with the neans it
needed to keep up with the allies in this kind of attritional warfare.
Tellingly, Doenitz's assessnent is characteristic of the Germany’s one-
di mensi onal response to the challenges the allies had |aid before them

t hat the U-boats had al ways overcone setbacks ".because the fighting
efficiency of the U-boat arm had renmai ned steady” and the operations
agai nst the convoys could only resunme if the fighting power of the U-

boat was radically increased.®

Battle of Atlantic after May 1943. Germany faced the previously

unt hi nkabl e deci si on of whether or not to continue prosecuting the war
against the British supply |ines.
The Germans could find very little to effectively counteract the air

assets. °8



Conpoundi ng the German need to maxim ze the effectiveness of its
dwi ndling fleet, the MIch Cows fell prey to the allied aircraft (with
help fromthe code breakers) starting in Jun 1943.° By Septenber, they
had all been sunk.

Upon becom ng CinC of the Navy, Doenitz had i mmedi ately sought
agreenment with Armanents M nister Speer to transfer the responsibility
for Naval construction under Speer, increase the rate of building U
boats (to 40 per nonth) and begin work on a new type of U-boat with
hi gher subnerged speed.® Wth great anticipation, U boat Command
awai ted the delivery of the Type XXI° (expected to be ready in sumrer
1944, but not delivered until early 1945), which woul d provide
opportunity for subnerged operation at higher speed and reduce on-
surface battery charging required. The idea conjured up notions of
revol uti oni zi ng naval warfare by nore effectively capitalizing on the U-
boat's ability to operate in the underwater realm

In the end, Doenitz correctly decided that the battle against the
supply ships had to continue even if the tonnage war couldn't be won.®

Continued attacks tied up allied forces, and did not allow for
unchal | enged resupply. Though the allies could not breathe easily yet,

the U-boat would never regain the edge in the Battle of the Atlantic.

V. Concl usi ons

Several conclusions can be drawn fromthe German approach to the
Battle of the Atlantic, fromwhich valuable | essons can be | earned. The
| essons are not limted to the operational |level, as there are theater-
strategic and strategic considerations that inpacted the outcone of the

battl e.



On (theater) Strategic Objective. Germany failed to recognize the

strategic inportance of renoving Britain fromthe war and accordingly
| everage all aspects of national power against this objective. The
priorities of the armanments and shi pbuilding industry, the scientific
community, and the mlitary operational planning were frequently shifted
away fromprimary objective in the Atlantic theater. Doenitz sums it up
wel | :

In reality our |eaders learnt [sic] nothing from the First

Wrld War. Once again we had plunged into a world conflict

wi th an i nadequate nunber of submarines and, in spite of the

| essons of the first war, had failed even in war time to do

our utnost to expand the U-boat arm because our political

| eaders and their Army and Air Force advisers had believed,

at least until 1942, that they could win on land a war in

whi ch our main opponents were the two greatest sea powers in

the worl d. ®
Conti nual reassessnent of the mlitary objectives, especially in
prol onged battle nust be acconplished. Priorities and planni ng nust
adapt to changi ng circunstances, as well as foresee potenti al

oper ati onal branches and sequel s.

On Coordi nated/Joint Operations. The failure to achieve any sort

of cooperation or coordination between the air and naval arms of Gernany
was a fatal flaw. The entire Battle of the Atlantic was left solely to
the U-boat arm Even if Germany's air assets could not have provided
air reconnai ssance out to the areas of U-boat patrols, a nore beneficial
ef fect woul d have been achieved by challenging of the air superiority
the allies enjoyed over the Atlantic. Protection fromthe air for
transits of the Bay of Biscay al one would have eased the burden.

Germany failed to address one of the basic questions of operational

pl anni ng and determ ne the resources required to achieve its objectives

in the Atlantic. The reliance on a single armof the arned forces to




conduct a battle of strategic inportance is dangerous. Follow ng

t horough anal ysis of the eneny's critical factors, the Center of Gavity
t hat must be determ ned and attacked with an appropriate | evel of
priority and resources.

On Operational Protection. The |lack of any sustained effort to

address the primary threat to the U-boat, detection on the surface,
proved fatal. The submari ne pens were unquestionably effective
protecting U-boats in port. Further, owing to Doenitz's keen
operational sense, CGermany was very effective at finding the allied
"soft spot"” and shifting U-boat operations accordingly, but the noose
was tightening around the U-boat's critical vulnerability. The U-boats
needed to maintain the ability to surprise and/or overwhel mthe convoys.
Absent sufficient nunbers to accept high attrition rates, or the
capability to run at high speeds subnerged, Germany did little to
anticipate the eneny's advances in counterneasures, and nerely reacted
with defensive neans. Operational planning must ensure that the force
that is nost inportant to the success of the operation is maintained at
sufficient strength to be effective. This requires a proactive view on
the current and potential threats to that force.

On training and experience. Nunerous exanples are available to

denonstrate the increase in effectiveness of forces that have the

benefit of coordinated training or significant experience on their side.
Early U-boat loss rates in the Atlantic can be attributed to the

i medi ate i npl ementati on of the convoy systemby Britain, as well as to

t he i nexperience of the U-boat captains and crews. Simlarly, the |oss

of escorts due to weather or damage had a detrinental effect on their

ability to function as a coordinated team An analysis of the sinkings



in the Atlantic yields sone interesting revelations: O 1,171 U-boats
conm ssi oned during the war, only 321 sank or damaged a ship. Further,
al nost one-third of the Allied shipping sunk was at the hands of a snmall

number (30) of relatively experienced professional officers.®® There

can be no substitute for the devel opnent of a robust training programto
prepare forces for battle, especially for the battle of attrition.

Si mul ati on of actual conbat conditions, to the greatest extent possible,
is critical to ensure those sent into conbat are not fully effective in

the fog of war.

On the integration of technology. |In conbat, especially prolonged

conbat, the old saying "necessity is the nother of invention"” is

rel evant. The repeated German failure to pursue technol ogi cal advant age
is remarkable. Even before the war, the problem of surface detection of
U- boats on the surface by radar was di scussed, but little or nothing was
done to address and counter this threat.® For the first half of the
war, Doenitz had no technical staff at his disposal to remain abreast of
current devel opnments, and to study the problem of preventing detection
of U-boats on the surface. As a result, Germany was continually caught
by surprise when the allies rolled out a new capability. The scientific
community should be continually pressed to provide the mlitary with new
and advanced technologies. At the sane tine, the intelligence branch
must aggressively seek to identify when new technol ogies are introduced
based on changed in the eneny's patterns.

On Command and Control. The German C2 organi zation for the Battle

of the Atlantic was conpressed and i nadequate. The |ack of coordination

and cooperation with the Luftwaffe has already been discussed. The fact

that all CinCs reported directly to Hitler required all operational



coordi nation to be conducted at the strategic | evel of command.

Addi tional ly, although Doenitz was adept at both the operational and
strategic | evels of command, his direct involvenent all the way down to
the tactical |evel, even once he becane CinC of the Navy, was a

burdensone distraction. Commanders at the strategic and operational

| evel s of war need to be able to focus on the mlitary operations at
that level. Conbat that will require the assets of nore than one branch
of the armed forces nust have a joint force conmander assigned at the
operational |evel.

On deception. Gernmany knew that the allies had a good

under st andi ng of the U-boat situation based on communication intercepts
obtained by B-dienst. There is little evidence of deception being used
at any level to achieve sonme kind of advantage. Despite Germany’s
problemof limted assets, sonme exanples of deception that m ght have
been enpl oyed are attenpts at m sdirection through m sl eading

comruni cati ons (which woul d have had the added benefit of confirm ng or
denying that the German codes had been broken), attenpts to draw convoy
escort groups away fromthe convoys while attacking with a separate pack
of U-boats, and use of air assets to provide reconnai ssance in areas
away from actual U-boat patrols. Deception is a vital part of any
operation. The force multiplying effect of innovative deception plans
can give an inferior or poorly resourced smaller force the advantage in

battl e.
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